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The determination of the proper role of religion in the public sphere of a pluralistic 

society marks an intersection of current discussions in political philosophy, 

epistemology and the philosophy of religion. In view of the unquestionable and 

legitimate fact of pluralism, the question arises how to deal with the multiplicity 

of different, partly incompatible world views and perspectives in the horizon of 

a democratic society. For decades, this philosophical debate has been highly 

standing conception of justice. His idea of political liberalism formulates a 

principle of moral lawmaking, according to which norms are legitimate only if 

they can be accepted in principle by all concerned. This overlapping consensus 

should be able to be interpreted and accepted as binding from the perspective 

of the adherents of different comprehensive doctrines.

Jürgen Habermas has called this situation, in which religious convictions persist 

in the horizon of a pluralistic public sphere, a “post-secular society”. According to 

is connected with the task of a salvaging secular translation of religious beliefs. 

In a pluralistic society, secular reason, according to Habermas, remains open to 

the critical potential of religion, which can protect an auto-aggressive modernity 

from itself. Religion appears to be a welcomed ally in the struggle against a one-

naturalistic, technological, or economic models of rationality. At the same time, 
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if they are used to ground political claims in the public arena. The following article 

compares the positions of Rawls and Habermas on the role of religion in the 

developed by Gerald Gaus will be introduced.

1. Political Liberalism and the fact of reasonable pluralism 

more than just taking note of a social and cultural fact. The term pluralism 

denotes a normative attitude towards the plurality of beliefs and life projects. 

Under the conditions of globalization cultural pluralism has taken on more 

dramatic and conceptually challenging dimensions. The diversity of lifestyles and 

value-orientations is now so advanced that the compromise struck by classical 

liberalism between individual autonomy and the neutrality of the state with 

regard to world views seems no longer adequate. The characteristic features 

of the solution which was classical liberalism’s response to the crisis of social 

state action that is legally bound by the principles of individual religious freedom 

for all, of the equality of religions and confessions and of neutrality, or equal 

treatment of religious and non-religious beliefs. But these liberal separations 

appear to be part of a process of differentiation within one largely homogeneous 

Western culture. The Reformation, for instance, did not lead to the establishment 

of different religions enjoying equal status, but to the differentiation of the one, 

dominant religion, Christianity, into various confessions. Under the conditions 

of late modernity and globalization, this situation has changed radically. It is 

responded to with his conception of political liberalism.1 According to Rawls, 

acknowledging the fact of pluralism also entails acknowledging the plurality 

of competing and reasonable theories of justice. Thus Rawls proceeds on the 

of justice attached to certain beliefs about the nature of the person, the purpose 

and the goal of human life. The notion of justice embraced by political liberalism 

1 , New York: Columbia University Press 1993.
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is a rational construct which raises no truth claims, i.e. abandons all claim to be 

in possession of the fundamental truth about the human Good. Rawls terms the 

substantial notions of justice, upon which the traditional political philosophies 

rest, “metaphysical”. That includes of classical liberalism. By contrast, Rawls’ 

political liberalism is founded on a “political” conception of justice. A political, non-

metaphysical conception of justice rests on the idea of society as a system of 

fair cooperation, and not on any substantial conception. It places its hopes in 

a political conception of the individual as citizen rather than a comprehensive 

theory of human subjectivity and identity. However, a notion of justice of this kind – 

termed “political” - must be able to draw support from an overlapping consensus, 

through which it is accepted by advocates of otherwise divergent conceptions of 

the Good as being the conception of justice binding for all. 

The common bond linking the citizens of a pluralist democracy is reason, not their 

religion. This is one of political liberalism's basic articles of faith. Under pluralist 

be shared by all members of a given society. Citizens do not as such necessarily 

hold certain religious beliefs, though they do possess capacities of reason. 

A political philosophy proceeding from assumptions of this kind anchors the 

principles of legitimate legal order and stable social cooperation in the faculties 

of reason common to all citizens. 

no norm is legitimate unless it can be accepted in principle by all affected persons. 

laws and coercive state sanctions is at stake, given that such decisions affect 

principle be shared by all affected persons, in other words all citizens. Since they 

are highly controversial, religious beliefs would seem to be out of the question 

for this purpose. Consequently, according to this view, it is recommended, in 

public debates where the legitimacy of laws and state actions is being disputed, 

independent, secular reasons can be given.
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Thus political liberalism proceeds on the assumption that there is no 

epistemological scope for preferring a particular conception of justice tied to 

particular convictions concerning the nature of the person, or the sense and 

purpose of human life. Rawls's conception of justice rests on the idea of a system 

of fair cooperation, not on any substantial understanding of the general good. 

At the level of the individual, this conception presupposes the political concept 

of the citizen, but no comprehensive theory of human subjectivity and identity. 

is the political sphere of society. Rather, the conception of justice as fairness is 

designed to convince solely on the basis of reasonable political considerations, 

independently of any other philosophical or religious reasons.

The reasons for this assent can vary widely among the various ethical and 

religious doctrines involved. What is crucial is that their perspectives converge 

within an area of overlapping consensus which forms the political conception of 

justice. Rawls thus transfers to philosophy not only the Enlightenment principle 

of religious tolerance, but also the liberal principle of a separation of private 

confessions and public institutions. Public institutions and the key elements of a 

political constitution are legitimate if and when it can be assumed that reasonable 

persons would assent to them. The moral truth claim linked to certain political 

options, on the other hand, remains completely embedded in those religious and 

the public use of reason. Consequently, political liberalism does not claim “to 

replace those comprehensive views, nor to give them a true foundation”.2 It seeks 

rather to remain equidistant from religious and secular convictions. 

However, Rawls obviously needs a standard for judging the content of the 

too, criteria of distinction are necessary that can separate the reasonable from 

the unreasonable. A comprehensive doctrine is not only called "reasonable" if it 

is represented by reasonable people, but if its content is such that it does not 

anti-democratic religions shows that Rawls cannot maintain the separation 

between true and reasonable in the original sense. Indeed, “irrational and even 

2  New York: Columbia University Press 1993, xx.
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insane teachings” must be “contained” so that they “do not undermine the unity 

and justice of society”. Rawls must therefore assume that reasonable citizens 

content. From the supposed separation between the reason of the citizens and 

the truth of the comprehensive teachings, the insinuation of a corresponding 

relationship between the reasonable attitudes of persons who represent certain 

comprehensive teachings and the reasonable content of the beliefs they hold. 

This view would seem to suggest that unenlightened forms of religions tend 

to raise false claims in the political sense that they promote intolerance and 

undermine the stability of a just pluralistic society. Yet political liberalism would 

have put this view to the test of public reason. 

Thus the drawbacks of the Rawlsian conception lie in the fact that the reasonable 

overlapping consensus remains dependent on truth claims, from the judgement 

of whose legitimacy the theoretician abstains. According to Rawls, however, it is 

not only political theory and moral philosophy that have to refrain from reasoned 

grounds upon which their fellow citizens assent to the shared conception of 

justice.

Thus the drawbacks of the Rawlsian conception lie in the fact that the reasonable 

overlapping consensus remains dependent on truth claims, from the judgement 

of whose legitimacy the theoretician abstains. According to Rawls, however, it is 

not only political theory and moral philosophy that have to refrain from reasoned 

grounds upon which their fellow citizens assent to the shared conception of 

justice.

and Gerald Gaus on the public use of reason
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In his famous debate with John Rawls Jürgen Habermas has criticized this 

account of public reason.3 For Habermas, Rawls’ overlapping consensus consists 

in just that, in a contingent overlap of perspectives at a given point – without any 

rational assent grounded in shared public reasons. The truth of this consensus, so 

Habermas’ criticism, would be beyond the reach of the public use of reason. The 

overlapping consensus is a consensus made public, but it is not grounded in a 

reasonable public consensus-building process. Habermas sees more clearly and 

better than Rawls that religious critiques of political liberalism might contain an 

element of morally legitimate insistence on equal respect. The logical fallibilism of 

post-metaphysical reason proves less paternalistic than the non-metaphysical 

separation of reason and truth. The requirement that secular citizens also be 

willing to engage in a reasonable debate on religious truth claims and their 

secular appropriation by translation constitutes a more emphatic renunciation 

of secular reason's superiority claim than the Rawlsian abstinence towards the 

truth claim of religion.

rational consensus in public reasoning. Now, ironically, this charge has been 

brought up against Rawls himself. The so-called convergence view, represented 

by Gerald Gaus for instance, argues that Rawls’ concept of public reason relies too 

view that public reasons are shareable only if the citizens who give them “reason 

Rawls, Political Liberalism and Reasonable Faith,4

convergence  view as it has been developed by Gerald Gaus and his students. 

Their goal is to establish a proper conception of public reason which will serve to 

determine the right relation between religious beliefs and public reasons. Gaus 

and Rawls seem to agree on the crucial role the concept of public reason plays 

3
Rawls’s Political Liberalism.” 92 (3): 109-31.

4 Paul Weithman, Rawls, , Cambridge 2016.
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5 Like 

public sphere derives from a wrong conception of public reason and its relation 

to religious beliefs. 

a lot in common. Gaus and Valllier begin from a commitment to the freedom and 

equality of citizens. Citizens “can enjoy political autonomy if the laws under which 
6 According to Gaus and Vallier, the “core 

liberal commitment” is this “respect for the freedom and equality of all citizens”. 

to which “each citizen must have conclusive reason to accept each law as 

binding”.8

accept them”.9

“then it also realizes the Kantian ideal of common self-legislation”10. 

But on closer inspection there are quite some differences between Gaus’ 

convergence view and Rawls’ conception of public reason. Gaus and Vallier are 

convinced that understanding public reason in terms of convergence instead 

of consensus will avoid three common errors in liberal theory which lead to the 

be based on shared reasons”11. Gaus and Vallier attribute this “error of consensus” 

5
implications of convergence, asymmetry and political institutions”, 
(2009), 1–2 , pp. 51–76, 51.

6 Weithman (2016), 171.

7 Gerald F. Gaus and Kevin Vallier, (2009), 51.

  Gerald F. Gaus and Kevin Vallier, (2009), 51.

9 Gerald F. Gaus and Kevin Vallier, (2009), 72.

10 Weithman (2016), 171.

11 Gerald F. Gaus and Kevin Vallier (2009), 51.
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to Rawls’ position. “But for Rawls”, as Paul Weithman rightly insists, “public reasons 

are shareable in a relatively weak sense … The fact that public reasons are 

shareable does not imply citizens and legislators ’reason identically’”12. But for 

Gaus and Vallier, this mistake is often accompanied by the “error of symmetry” 

reasons to impose coercion and reasons to resists coercion”13. Last but not least 

the idea of deliberative democracy also seems erroneous for them. The “error 

laws”14. Instead of such a radical or open theory of deliberative democracy, Gaus 

and Vallier prefer a stronger role of political institutions as generating publicly 

some of the common errors in liberal theory to Rawls. It is quite clear that they 

overemphasize some of the differences between Rawls’ and their own account 

of public reason in order to distinguish their view of convergence from the idea 

of consensus. But although those differences between the convergence view 

and the consensus theory, between Gaus and Rawls are obvious, they are not 

the most fundamental, as Paul Weithman elaborates. He argues that “these 

differences stem from a deeper difference about the appropriate conception 

of political autonomy”15. Weithman offers a subtle and detailed criticism of the 

conceptual relations Gaus and Vallier establish between real persons and their 

idealized representatives in public discourse. But his main criticism focusses 

on the fact that the convergence view of public reason is not a part of a larger 

argument for the stability of a just society. This seems self-contradictory since 

a just and stable society is the very condition for realizing the ideal of a “publicly 

12

13 Gerald F. Gaus and Kevin Vallier (2009), 51.

14 Gerald F. Gaus and Kevin Vallier (2009), 51.

15 Weithman (2016), 170.
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of political autonomy becomes obvious.

I believe that the deeper differences between Rawls and Gaus are not so much 

about the concept of political autonomy but their respective notions of practical 

public reasons rational informed citizen would agree upon under ideal conditions. 

In his book 16

person account of subjective rationality and an intersubjective notion of public 

reason. In doing so, he claims to offer a more comprehensive understanding 

of the proper role of religious belief in public debate. It is the main goal of the 

on which it is based” . For Gaus, epistemology has a “foundational role … in the 

analysis of public reason”18

the crossroads of political theory and the epistemology of religious beliefs.

According to a , rationality is always understood relative 

to the values, preferences and attitudes of a person. The rationality of a belief 

cannot be judged in general or abstract terms, without considering the belief 

system of the person concerned. The point of departure for this conception of 

rationality are therefore persons, who at any given point in time already hold a 

certain number of beliefs. A criterion of rationality is a criterion for selecting from 

amongst these beliefs. A person is rationally entitled to hold certain beliefs as 

long as she has no appropriate reason to abandon them. Our beliefs are rational 

not to hold them. They are not necessarily 

irrational merely because there is no appropriate reason to hold them. As long 

16 Gerald F. Gaus,  New 
York: Oxford University Press 1996.

17 Gaus, (1996), 6.

 Gaus (1996), 120.
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well-founded. Gaus calls this the level of  where good 

reasons are always “relative to a system of reasons and beliefs”.19 Each “individual 

come to believe that what counts for her as reason does not necessarily count 

for others as reason”20. But in cases where beliefs have consequences which will 

inevitably affect those who do not share the beliefs in question – as in the case of 

laws and legal coercion -, we owe those others affected by the consequences of 

our beliefs, a reasonable account with which they can engage. Unlike at the level 

of subjective rationality, in this situation a duty to refrain from subjecting others 

to the consequences of the beliefs in question arises if the desired reasonable 

terms may not underpin actions that affect everyone. Gaus calls this the need for 

of others”21

of rationality fail to account for the moral sense of demandingness. 

The distinction drawn by Gaus between subjective rationality and intersubjective 

reason can be illustrated with reference to Rawls as well. According to Rawls the 

be ascribed to a being from outside, on the basis of observed behavior. But in 

order to be able to judge whether or not a being is reasonable, we must enter 

into a cooperative relationship with her. We must enter a shared public world. 

The ascription of reasonableness presupposes a public world of shared reasons 

and principles.22

behavior, but must be accessed through intersubjective argumentation. Thus 

requires a cooperative attitude, and invests in communication and shared 

19 Gaus (1996), 63.

20 Gaus (1996), 119.

21 Gaus (1996), 129.

22
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that it is "not reasonable to reject"23 the belief in question.

In many cases religious beliefs have a fundamental or basic character for the 

person who holds them. Gaus’ tries to take this into account. His conception of 

a weak epistemological foundationalism represents “a sort of negative analysis 

guilty by virtue of inconsistency with one’s other epistemic commitments”24. 

the basic or spontaneous character of religious beliefs. Gaus’ concept of 

“weak foundationalism” – which is actually a combination of epistemological 

foundationalism and coherentism - allows for giving credit for the immediate 

a religious believer tries to establish coherence between his basic religious beliefs 

and other, nonreligious beliefs.

Gaus once stated that “much of my previous work has sought to characterize 

what is common to a family of views that stress the fundamental role of public 

that, essentially, conceive of moral, social, and political philosophy in terms of a 
25 But it seems that Gaus’ account of 

the relation between religious belief and public reason does not only state the 

truth, rather he tries to mediate between the two competing notions. Gerald 

Gaus challenges us, that on this deeper methodological level, we have to address 

perspective of rationality with the intersubjective concept of public reasoning if 

we want to determine the proper place of reasonable faith in political discourse.

23 Thomas M. Scanlon, “Contractualism and Utilitarianism”, in: Amartya Sen/Bernard Williams (eds.), 

24 Gaus, (1996), 93.

25
 19: pp. 4-22, 4.
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provides the basis for deeper methodological considerations of Habermas’ idea 

of a “secular translation” of religious beliefs. 

3. Habermas and the “secular translation” of religious beliefs: Methodological 

Considerations

Habermas agrees with Rawls that the religious person in a pluralist society has a 

duty to justify her beliefs on certain political and legal issues such that they can be 

judged in the light and on the grounds of shared reason. The religious person must 

be willing to correct her own views and be open to rational critique. In short, she 

must acknowledge the general requirements of reason. The criterion for religious 

translatable into secular reasons for the very same decisions.26 Religious beliefs 

cannot count as legitimate grounds for legal coercion unless they are translated 

into secular political reasons.

decisions is their capacity to be translatable into secular reasons for the very 

same decisions.  Religious beliefs cannot count as legitimate grounds for 

legal coercion unless they are translated into secular political reasons. But the 

insistence on ‘translation’ does not mean that religious beliefs should not be 

grounds of personal decisions in political issues. The abstinence from religion is 

required only when it comes to the establishment and enforcement of coercive 

laws, but not when the making and valorizing of political choices is at stake.

But for this relationship of mutual respect to become truly reciprocal under 

post-secular conditions, however, the secular person too must now accept the 

possibility that the religious conviction might also be reasonable. Hence secular 

26 Philosophy and Social Criticism Aufsatz

27
of Reason” by Religious and Secular Citizens”, Philosophical Essays, 
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citizens should also be willing to engage in a reasonable debate on religious truth 

claims and their secular appropriation by translation. 

But this kind of translation is still performed from the perspective of secular 

reason. Religion is the source language, secular reason the target language of 

the translation. A further constraint upon the translation is that, according to 

in its own terms.

Post-metaphysical thinking must refrain “from the rationalist presumption that 

it can itself decide what part of the religious doctrines is rational and what 

part irrational”.28 As Habermas emphasizes in the following famous passage, 

on the intrinsic meaning of faith. This core must remain so abysmally alien to 

29

Yet the question arises of how the call for "cooperative translation" and "saving 

appropriation" can be harmonised with this view that the "opaque core of 

as equivalence, as appropriation and as reconstruction. Where "translation" is 

used to mean the search for a functional equivalent for religious arguments in 

unaddressed. This because the concrete normative judgement then forms the 

point of reference, the tertium comparationis, to which groundings in religious 

and secular language refer. Yet where religion is brought into play as the source 

of motivation and interpretation, as a semantic potential on which secular 

 Volume 14 
(2006), vol. 1, pp. 1-25, 17.

29
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and appreciated not just functionally as a possible source of ethical sensitisation 

and the formation of competence for moral judgement, but where the semantic 

substantial sources of inspiration. In this substantially more demanding case, 

must also penetrate it. 

This is not to say that the formal distinction between philosophical argumentation 

appropriates religious tradition must possess an autonomous concept of 

It must be able to know which beliefs can be considered possible candidates for 

appropriate by translation 

between art and kitsch. A philosophical theory of aesthetic

case of religious

are tied to grounding reasons. Where the very notion of the post-secular society 

secular citizens should learn from each other, the substantial content of religious 

opaque, and alien to philosophical and analytical reconstruction. Philosophy 

copy it. But religion, unlike art, does contain eo ipso cognitive elements. Unlike 

for beliefs. At least this relationship between beliefs and their grounding reasons, 

it appears, would have to be susceptible of philosophical analysis. 
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that this requirement of providing a reasonable account is itself well-grounded 

and appropriate, and that it can be met without violating the interests, integrity 

analysis of religion results in systematic problems for the concept of cooperative 

translation. The key claim of Habermas’ concept of the "post-secular society"30, 

to secularise cannot be understood as a necessary state of affairs, but only as an 

complementary learning process between religious and secular citizens would 

then be a pure modus vivendi, a tolerant attitude toward religion that appears 

in the political arena. This would not be an attitude of basic respect toward an 

element of that society acknowledged as being necessary and permanent. This 

empirical openness toward the raison d'être of religion is understood by some 

religious citizens as an implicit call to permanently demonstrate the unbroken 

vitality of their religion in a secular public. This forms one of the reasons for the 

sterile state of incessant agitation shown by such individuals as they display 

their permanent feelings of offence and affront as proof of the abiding public 

relevance of religion. The shortcoming of an underdetermined analysis of religion 

This because the notion of religion as a semantic resource of secular reason can 

interlocutor of secular, post-metaphysical philosophy where religious matters 

a secular sociology of religion, religious studies or post-metaphysical philosophy 

of religion.

becomes especially evident when the term "translation" is understood in the 

third sense, as reconstruction. "Translation" then means the appropriation of the 

substantial content of religion in the sense of a reconstruction of the genealogy 

30 Habermas, “Faith and Knowledge”, in:  (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2003), pp. 101-115.
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of secular reason, which is to say a genealogical reconstruction of that secular 

reason to whose standards of argumentative reason religious beliefs are now 

required to relate. For methodological reasons this semantic or analytical 

reconstruction of religion becomes a task of post-metaphysical philosophical 

conditions of normativity.

Under post-metaphysical, fallibilist conditions there is no guarantee that the 

processes of mutual switching and translation, even if they are considered 

desirable by the actors concerned, will actually succeed. How, under post-secular 

conditions, after a strong view of secularisation as a linear and irreversible process 

has been abandoned, can a rational account of hope for progress be upheld? 

Here it would seem we reach the real border between faith and knowledge. The 

conviction that the modernisation process is directional cannot be grounded 

purely empirically or by formal reconstruction based on a strong theory of 

secularisation. Under post-metaphysical conditions, conditions of the radically 

of social development. This belief is not necessarily identical to religious faith. 

However, the utopian ideal according to which social progress consists not only in 

the proliferation of consumer goods and an increase in the domination of nature, 

but also in a real increase in opportunities for a life led in authentic freedom 

and solidarity, does not arise from the formal reconstruction of problem-solving 

competences alone. 

This does not rule out the possibility that this certain belief can be tested, like 

knowledge. The volitional component of this belief grounds the binding force 

of the ideal, while the fallible knowledge component grounds the rationality of 

the hope. The appropriateness of a division of labour and cooperation of this 

a learning process, and for that reason should be demanded of it. If this were not 

evident, then it would also no longer be possible to demonstrate why religious 

and secular citizens should accept the possibility that their convictions might be 

false, or why that possibility should also be seen even as a possible gain, and 
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no guarantees available to both religious and secular citizens alike that these 

and religious citizens alike face the same foundational predicament of having to 

place their faith, in the absence of any guarantee provided by a metaphysics of 

history, in the belief – or hope - that the required mutual translation - between 

their basic intuitions on the one hand and the rational testing methods of the 

analytical theory-building and political will-building processes on the other - will 

succeed in the long run. Secular and religious citizens alike must defend their 

convictions without recourse to epistemological protection or metaphysical 

guarantees. This is the precarious balance of the post-secular society, which can 

only be maintained through fairness and mutual respect between religious and 

non-religious citizens. Even if one is sceptical against the various liberal political 

accounts of the relation between religion and public reason offered by Rawls, 

language of coercive political policies”31 under the conditions of globalized 

cultural and social pluralism cannot be denied. 

from questions about the truth and falsity of our beliefs in the sense of Rawls. 

unavoidable for any normative theory, thus also for political philosophy. According 

to Gaus, the core of liberalism is precisely an epistemological one, namely the 

a secular translation of religious beliefs acquires a more precise meaning in 

terms of social cooperation. Underlying the cognitive habitus of the believer is a 

practical habitus formed in the social dimension of cooperative action. Secular 

translation, therefore, is not to be understood as the transmission of the content 

of information and knowledge, but presupposes the mutual participation in 

a common language game. This kind of participation in a common language 

stable lasting cooperation of religious and secular persons. Public reason opens 

31 Sonia Sikka, “On Translating Religious Reasons: Rawls, Habermas, and the Quest for a Neutral 
Public Sphere“, 
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the space and determines the normative framework in which religious and non-

religious citizens can cooperate under the same practical and epistemic rules 

without denying the substantive differences that Gaus situates at the level of 


